'HIV is an enemy of childbearers': the construction of local epidemiology in rural Malawi.
In the sub-Saharan African AIDS epidemic there is no shortage of formal messages about HIV distributed through health clinics, NGOs and the media. These messages, however, do not always address the issues that are of most importance for people living in the epidemic and learning how to navigate it safely. In rural Malawi, one message that has been absent concerns the implications of HIV for childbearing. Using data from in-depth interviews, this paper argues that rural Malawians socially constructed their own belief system and came to believe strongly that pregnancy and childbirth would negatively impact the disease progression of HIV-positive women. Through the recursive processes of selective observation, interpretation of formal public health messages and discussion within social networks, rural Malawians concluded that HIV and childbearing did not go together. In an uncertain world, social constructive processes such as these that are fluid and responsive to local circumstances are particularly important for making sense of the seemingly senseless and for developing tools to navigate unsettled times.